
Times have changed for these old-t ime' golf course superintendents, 
but they have no regrets about getting into the business 

B Y R Y A N G R A F F f the 10 dozen or so 
ways a golf course 

s u p e r i n t e n d e n t 
GUI blow his bud-
ge t , t h e p h o n e 
bill usual ly i sn ' t 

J 

o n e of t h e m . 
B u t a 19-ycar-old 

rookie can manage 
to w r e c k even tha t . 

Jus t ask Ken L a p p . 

Lapp landed his first s u p e r i n t e n d e n t job 
in 1955 at the Fresh M e a d o w G o l f C l u b 
near C h i c a g o . H e h a d six years o f exper i -
ence w o r k i n g for his f a t h e r a t t h e n e a r b y 
St. A n d r e w s G o l f C l u b , wh ich was o w n e d 
by J e m s e k G o l f , t h e s a m e c o m p a n y t h a t 
o w n e d Fresh M e a d o w . H e w a n t e d t o be 
a s u p e r i n t e n d e n t , b u t h e w a s s t u n n e d 
n e v e r t h e l e s s w h e n o n e of t h e o w n e r s of 

J e m s e k G o l f walked in to the m a i n t e n a n c e 
faci l i ty a n d asked , "You still w a n t to be a 
g recnkccper?" 

"[ a lmos t fell over ," Lapp says. H e t o o k 
t h e job , " a n d I abso lu te ly r ang up the big-
gest p h o n e bills cal l ing m y P o p a n d ask ing 
for advice." 

F i f t y - t h r e e years la ter , L a p p stil l r u n s 
c o u r s e s f o r J e m s e k G o l f , t h o u g h n o w 
h e w a t c h e s o v e r t h e C o g H i l l C o u n t r y 
C l u b , a f o u r - c o u r s e c l u b in L a m o n t , 111., 
w h e r e he has been the s u p e r i n t e n d e n t for 
3 6 years. 

L a p p h a s c o m p a n y as s e l f - p r o f e s s e d 
"o ld - t imers" w h o supervise courses a r o u n d 
t h e c o u n t r y . T h e r e ' s T e r r y B o n a r , w h o 
has w o r k e d at t h e C a n t e r b u r y G o l f C l u b 
in C l e v e l a n d fo r 4 7 years , 2 5 as s u p e r i n -
t e n d e n t . A n d Ri ley S t o t t e r n , a 4 2 - y e a r 

Continued on page 44 

Who: Ken Lapp, 72. 
Got his start : Working under his father at 
S t Andrews Country Club in Illinois. 
First superintendent job: Fresh Meadow Golf 
Club in Illinois at age 19. 
Secret to his success: "You've got to have, and 
I was lucky to have, an understanding family 
and an understanding wife. Because when you 
get in extreme weather, you're out there seven 
days a week." 

Best part of the job: "Working outdoors. You work 
to get the place looking the best you can get it" 
Advice to superintendents: "Make sure you 

know what you're gett ing into. [A lot of young 
guys] don't see me after they go home at 3 :30 
p.m. I may be out here until 9 p.m. if some-
thing's going wrong. They don't see that." 
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Who: Terry Bonar, 67. 
Got his s tar t : Canterbury Golf Club in 1961 after graduat ing 
in the second class ever f rom the turfgrass management 
program at Pennsylvania State University. 
First super intendent job: Canterbury Golf Club in 1984 after 
a few years serving on the crew, four years serving in the Air 
Force and a few more years as an assistant. 
Secret to his success: Work ing at a tournament course 
that kept him busy - Canterbury has hosted the 1 9 7 3 PGA 
Championship, two U.S. Amateurs, four Senior TPCs and 
a U.S. Senior Open while Bonar's been there. And he's 
preparing for the 2 0 0 9 Senior PGA Championship. Bonar 
says f inding good people has also made him successful. "If 
you have good people who are happy doing their jobs, you 
can do anything." 

Best part of the job: "When you leave that golf course in 
the afternoon, 9 9 percent of the t ime it's better than when 
you got there. You can look to see what you've done that 
day. And a lot of people never get to see that in the jobs 
they have." 

Advice to superintendents: "Give your best every day. If you're 
a good person and giving your best effort , people notice that 
and it will take you far." 
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m e m b e r of the Golf C o u r s e S u p e r i n t e n d e n t s Associat ion 
of Amer ican , has run a b o u t 10 courses and is cur ren t ly su-
pervising the cons t ruc t ion o f Kokopel l i G o l f C l u b in Apple 
Valley, U t a h . 

T h e three s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s have seen p len ty of changes 
d u r i n g the i r c o m b i n e d 148 years o n t he job . L a p p h a n d 
watered greens and tees long before he could sit at his desk and 
irrigate the 1,000 acres at C o g Hil l with a few mouse clicks. 
Bonar cu t greens at onc-quar tc r inch l ong before he used a 
mic romete r to measure blade height o n his greens mowers . 
A n d each fretted abou t how to keep turfgrass both healthy and 
short long before the rise of plant g rowth regulators. 

For the m o s t pa r t , advances in t e c h n o l o g y have m a d e 
the g a m e and t he j o b be t te r . T h e s e days , courses s t ay in 
s u c h g o o d s h a p e y e a r - r o u n d t ha t if " y o u w a n t to p u t a 
t o u r n a m e n t o n it, y o u jus t have to buff it o u t a lit t le b i t , " 
S to t te rn says. 

And it has leveled the playing field, so to speak. W h e n he 
started, golfers w i t h o u t coun t ry - c lub m e m b e r s h i p s played 
l o w e r - q u a l i t y p r i v a t e l y o w n e d a n d m u n i c i p a l c o u r s e s . 
" T h e r e used to be a s e p a r a t i o n , " S t o t t e r n recalls. " B u t I 
t h i n k wi th the t echno logy t ha t t he gap has closed and the 
d e m a n d s placed on s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s by golfers have go t t en 
to the p o i n t where all golf courses are good now." 

T h e career pa th has changed , too. "I came u p f r o m the 
Continued on page 46 
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old school , t h r o u g h the ranks , " Lapp 
says. " T h e s e y o u n g men now, they ' re 
go ing to college, and they ' r e c o m i n g 
o u t well educa ted . " 

L i k e L a p p , S t o t t e r n a l s o c a m e 
t h r o u g h the r a n k s u n d e r t h e eye of 
his f a t h e r , w h o h i m s e l f was t h e son 

If you want to do well 

in this industry, then 

get your degree in 

business management 

while you are taking 

agronomy classes. 

Then work for a good 

superintendent who 

can teach you how to 

grow turf. 

o f a s u p e r i n t e n d e n t . " T h r o u g h t h e 
s c h o o l o f h a r d k n o c k s , t h a t ' s h o w I 
g rew up , " S t o t t e r n says. " M y dad , he 
d i d n ' t cu t m e a n y slack a n d he m a d e 
m e d o all t h e jobs , a n d I a p p r e c i a t e 
tha t n o w . " 

B o t h of t h e s e s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s , 
t h o u g h , n o t e t ha t e i t h e r p a t h t a k e n 
these days is valid and chal lenging. 

Bonar had a foo t in each wor ld . H e 
s ta r ted o u t in t he second class ever at 
Pennsy lvan ia S ta t e Un ive r s i ty ' s t u r f -
grass m a n a g e m e n t p r o g r a m , b u t he 
h a d n e v e r w o r k e d o n a golf c o u r s e 
b e f o r e . "I g o t g o o d g r a d e s b e c a u s e 
I c o u l d m e m o r i z e , " he says . " B u t I 
d i d n ' t k n o w a lo t a b o u t w h a t t h e y 
were talking abou t . Hav ing never d o n e 
it, I c o u l d n ' t p ic tu re it in m y m i n d . " 
So he d r o p p e d ou t for a year, w e n t to 
w o r k o n a go l f cou r se a n d t h e n f i n -
ished his degree . Even tua l l y he m a d e 
s u p e r i n t e n d e n t a t C a n t e r b u r y Gol f 
C l u b — the on ly c o u r s e h e has ever 
w o r k e d . 

N o t all t he c h a n g e in t e c h n o l o g y 
has b e e n g r ea t for s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s , 
t h o u g h . " Y o u ' r e a l w a y s o n a ca l l , " 
S t o t t e r n says. "Back w h e n I f irst go t 
i n to the business , y o u cou ld leave o n 
a Fr iday a f t e r n o o n and go play golf , 
a n d y o u d i d n ' t h a v e to w o r r y a b o u t 
it u n t i l S a t u r d a y m o r n i n g b e c a u s e 
n o b o d y bo the r ed y o u . Today, y o u ' r e 
c o n s t a n t l y o n t he p h o n e , even w h e n 
y o u ' r e t ry ing to play golf ." 

A n d t h e r e a r e n e w d e m a n d s o n 
s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s t ha t they d i d n ' t use 
to have. 

" I t ' s a business — y o u ' v e go t e m -
ployees, you 've got all the g o v e r n m e n t 
r e g u l a t i o n s a n d so f o r t h , " S t o t t e r n 
adds . "I used to j u m p o n a mower a n d 
go m o w six h o u r s a day a n d he lp m y 
g u y s o u t . W e h a d a g rea t t i m e , a n d 
there were no p rob lems . T h a t d o e s n ' t 
h a p p e n m u c h a n y m o r e . " 

In f a c t , t h e s e d a y s , " w h e n I ge t 
011 a m o w e r i t ' s a p r e t t y g o o d s i g n 
t h a t m a y b e m y c r e w o u g h t t o j u s t 
s t ay a w a y f r o m m e , " S t o t t e r n a d d s . 
" I t ' s o n e of those stress relievers, you 
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The veterans you're reading about in this story offer some sound advice to younger 
superintendents. Golfdom realizes there are plenty of veteran superintendents out there 
who might have some good advice to share. We invite you to send us your words of 
wisdom so we can communicate it to other superintendents. Send your thoughts and 
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OLD-TIMERS AT A GLANCE 

WHO: Riley Stottern, 64. 
Got his star t : Work ing for his dad at Wil low Creek Country Club in Salt Lake City 
during high school. 

First superintendent job: Oak Ridge Country Club in Farmington, Utah in 1966. 
N o w a t : Supervising construct ion at Kokopel l i Golf Club in Apple Valley, Utah. 
Secret to success: "I've been on golf courses down in the desert Southwest and 
also I've had a mountain golf course at 8 .000 feet, so I've become very versatile 
on the kinds of turf and condit ions and what needs to be done. I guess maybe 
that's made my worth a little bit more to owners and to people looking for some-
one to build golf courses." 

Best part of the job: "There's nothing like smell ing the f resh-mown grass every 
morning. Gett ing up early to watch the sun come up and seeing your golf course 
and being able to watch it grow." 

Advice for young superintendents: "Go to school and get a degree in business 
management and take all the agronomic or science classes you can take during 
that period of time. Then go work for a good golf course superintendent who'l l 
show you the ins and outs of growing turf." 

k n o w . W h e n I ' m o n a m o w e r , 1 usu-
al ly d o n ' t h a v e a p h o n e o n m e or I 
d o n ' t h a v e a r ad io w i t h m e , a n d I ' m 
j u s t o u t t h e r e e n j o y i n g myself for a 
l i t t le wh i l e . " 

St i l l , these " o l d - t i m e r s " have f e w 
regrets. 

"I always k n e w f had a g rea t j o b , " 
Bonar says. "And then eight years ago 
t he c l u b b o u g h t me a d o g . N o w h o w 
good is that?" 

Mol ly , a border collie, is on official 

C a n a d a geese d u t y , b u t s h e s p e n d s 
all day w i t h B o n a r . " N o w I 've g o t a 
b u d d y , " h e says. A n d " she ' s t he bes t 
P R I ' v e e v e r h a d . A l o t of p e o p l e 
d i d n ' t k n o w m y n a m e , b u t they k n o w 
Mol ly ." 

L a p p is s i m i l a r l y p o s i t i v e . " I ' v e 
never regretted get t ing in the golf busi-
ness," he says. "I love it. In this stage of 
life, I be t te r love it." • 

Graff is a freelance writer from Chicago. 
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